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Abstract 
The traditional Malay works, as a national legacy to symbolize the epitome of quality penmanship by earlier Malay writers, 
are perceived to be superficial for embracing myths in them. This study, thus, examined the significance of the myths in these 
selected works. Data related to myths were cited from The Malay Annals and analysis was performed using an ad-hoc concept 
in the Relevance theory which is a pragmatic theory.  The findings of the study suggested that myths are metaphors serving as 
a social criticism. Guided by an adequate linguistics theory, this study has suggested that myths in the traditional Malay works 
carry significant meanings. 
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1. Introduction 
The Malay community have been blessed with a legacy of sublime masterpiece by the earlier literati. Despite the 
age, the Malay classical works have been a collective point of departure for the Malay community to characterize 
their intellect and judgment. In present reality, however, these works have not been genuinely appreciated by the 
members of the community. This is evident by the declining self-value as a consequence of their nonchalance to 
derive benefit from these cutural works of dexterity.  
 
How could we be this unfortunate? One of the reasons according to Hassan Ahmad (2003) is the general 
perception among the Malays towards the literary works which are perceived as mythic and not as philosophical 
artifacts. This assumption originates from the traces of myths and legends in those works. The community have 
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been submissively in agreement with the viewpoints of previous scholars, particularly the European orientalists, 
especially R. O. Winstedt (1969) in his well-known book The History of Classical Malay Literature. 
 
The truth is, the myths within the traditional Malay literary works carry their own significance. The 
previous Malay writers were not being random or reckless in their effort when including mythic elements into 
their writing. Myth and reality have been woven and knitted ever so intricately that readers are nearly incapable 
of separating the two elements. Only through a critical interpretation guided by the Malay hermeneutics would 
the meaning and underlying purpose behind every myth be attained (Umar 1989). 
  
Myths in the traditonal Malay literary works serve a pivotal role as a method to channel criticism in the 
feudal Malay community (Mohd Taib 1988; S.Othman Kelantan 1997; Muhammad 1997, 2006; Harun 2004), to 
serve as a  symbol in the civilization of the Malay community (Kamaruddin 2007), to offer an honest remark in a 
clever and implicit manner (Muhammad 2006; Ding 2009), to present susbtantiation to the kings and Malay 
kingdom (Siti Hawa 2009), and to present a reciprocal explanation of history and myth (Hussain 2008). 
 
 
2. Literature Review of Social Criticism in the Traditional Malay Works  
Criticism in the traditional Malay works has been manifested in various forms and most of the 
time, it is not expressed exlicitly. Thus, the language forms utilized were in figurative languages 
full of similes and metaphors. As claimed by Tenas Effendy (2008), the Malays are proficient 
users of language to the extent that they are perceived as: 
 
a group of people with courtesy, eloquence, wisdom and knowledge in language usage, 
those who have a way with words, those with words so gracious they lead to peace and 
harmony, with warmth and genuine joviality, and those who are open-minded and always 
see the best in people.  
 
This form of criticism is observable in idiomatic expressions, quatrains, ballads, epigrams, jokes, animal 
tales, folktales, chronicles and history-based literature. Malay scholars and researchers have long investigated the 
issue of social criticism within these genres including Mohd. Taib (1988), S. Othman Kelantan (1997),  Hassan 
(2003), Harun (2004), Muhammad (2006), Ahmad Fuad & Zaitul Azma (2007), Zurinah et. al (2008), Zaitul 
Azma & Ahmad Fuad (2011). Some of these studies were directed on a specific category such as Muhammad, 
Ahmad Fuad & Zaitul Azma, Zurinah et. al who discussed social criticism in quatrains,  Zaitul Azma & Ahmad 
Fuad who delved into the ethical issue of the Malay society in proverbs, while Harun on prose. Thus, it can be 
stated that the traditional Malay works may be different in genre, but the mind and brain producing them are one.  
 
The Malay community prefer to be cautious when voicing their minds in all aspects of life especially 
when offering criticism. Since criticism by its nature is impertinent, it needs to be expressed shrewdly and 
obliquely so as to avoid offending the listeners and to preserve their dignity. The Malays highly prize peace 
within the community and this is reflected in their language usage. The cultures shared by them have directed to a 
better understanding in interpreting the meaning of quatrains and idioms since both interlocutors are in a similar 
context. What is of utmost concern of the speaker is that the message to be expressed (through figures of speech) 
has to be palatable to the listener.  
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Based on the previous research, social criticism within traditional Malay works of prose was found to 
target two audiences: the aristocrats as well as the commoners with an attitude. Jokes and folktales normally 
criticized non-exemplary attitudes by the members in the community such as the tale of Mat Jenin, Pak Pandir, 
Lebai Malang, to name a few (S. Othman Kelantan 1997; Harun 2004). Meanwhile, the criticism towards the 
aristocrats can be found in every genre whether they were animal tales or jokes, but a more daring criticism was 
conveyed through chronicles and historical literature (Mohd Taib 1988; S. Othman Kelantan 1997; Hassan 2003; 
Harun 2004; Muhammad 2006). 
 
Since the Malay writers lived under the reign of feudalism where political justice was scarce, they utilized 
their writing talent to channel the commoners’ dissatisfaction to the rulers. The strategy employed was by 
blending a version of a tale that is “non-historical” (Mohd Taib 1988) into their works. The “non-historical” 
quality would then be categorized as myths and legends. These myths would be conveyed in the form of 
metaphors as a symbol or allegory that can be understood by readers or listeners through a hermeneutic or 
interpretive understanding (Hassan 2003). Through these mythic metaphors, the writers were able to avoid the 
ruler’s wrath and consequently, conviction.  
 
 
3. Methodology   
Based on the literature review, myths are believed to constitute their own metaphors. However, the claim has 
never been scientifically proven. Thus, this research aimed to investigate how the myths have served as a 
metaphor to present social criticism. Data of the study were limited to only one traditional Malay text: Sulalat-as-
Salatin, also known as The Malay Annals (1997). The text is recognized by the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) as a world heritage and has been referenced in the Memory of 
the World Register in year 2000. The data were analyzed using linguistic tools and matrix viz. Relevance Theory, 
a theory that examines the relationship between communication and cognition. The ad hoc concept, which is the 
most recent concept in the theory, was used as the analysis matrix. This ad hoc concept was employed to explain 
the process for pragmatic concept constructs which seemed different i.e. the broadening and narrowing concepts. 
The construction of the broadening ad hoc concept, on the one hand, focused more on the non-literal remarks and 
figures of speech such as metaphors and personification. The narrowing ad hoc, on the other, was used to certify 
that the findings were scientific in nature, in the sense that they not only surpassed the level of observational 
adequacy and descriptive adequacy but sufficiently covered explanatory adequacy (Chomsky 1970). 
 
 
4.  Findings and Discussions 
This study cited a well-known myth viz. the tale of Singa Pura under the attack of the swordfish from the 
Sulalatu-as Salatin as the research data. 
 
4.1 Myth of Singa Pura attacked by the swordfish 
 
This is a popular myth and it had been turned into a film in Malaysia. The social criticism was expressed directly 
by the writer, referring to the catastrophe as a punishment for the king’s cruelty towards Tun Jana Khatib due to 
jealousy. However, there was also a covert criticism delivered metaphorically which conformed to the 
interprepretation by Za’ba (1934) regarding Malay metaphors that usually comprise two-fold meaning. The first 
fold serves as the external fold that brings us to the literal meaning and the second fold, which is also the internal 
layer, presents the metaphorical meaning. The catastrophe was not merely a result to the king’s cruel act of 
murdering Tun Jana Khatib, but it was also an attempt to criticize the king who learned nothing from their 
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predecessors’ mistakes by violating the political justice during their reign. With an agreement signed and sealed 
between Seri Teri Buana and Demang Lebar Daun, the king and his people were embodied in the agreement. 
 
The criticism towards the agreement and two violated testaments was metaphorized in a myth as cited 
from an excerpt in the Sulalat-as-Salatin text as the following: 
 
Setelah berapa lamanya maka datanglah todak menyerang Singa Pura. Maka segala orang yang dipantai itu 
dilompatinya oleh todak. Jikalau kena dadanya terus, lalu mati, jikalau kena lehernya, terpelanting kepalanya, lalu 
mati dan jikalau kena pinggangnya, terus, lalu mati. Maka banyaklah orang dibunuhnya oleh todak itu. Maka orang 
pun gemparlah berlarian mengatakan, “Todak datang menyerang kita, terlalu amat banyak sudah orang kita mati 
dibunuhnya!” [SAS.3.55] 
Paduka Seri Maharaja pun naik ke atas gajah lalu keluar diiringkan oleh segala perdana menteri dan hulubalang, 
sida-sida bentara sekalian, datang ke pantai. Maka baginda pun khairan melihat perihal todak itu dilompatinya. 
Barang yang kena ditikam todak itu berkancing matilah. Makin banyak pula orang mati ditikam todak itu. Maka 
baginda menitahkan segala ra’yat berkotakan betis. Maka oleh todak dilompatinya, barang yang kena tikam 
todak itu lalu mati. Adapun todak itu seperti ujan rupa datangnya. Orang mati pun tiada terkira lagi 
banyak.[SAS.4.55] 
Maka pada antara itu berkata seorang budak, “ Apa kerja kita berkotakan betis ini? Mengapatah kita 
berdayakan diri kita? Jikalau kita berkotakan batang pisang, alangkah baiknya?” [SAS.5.55] 
Setelah didengar raja maka titah Paduka Seri Maharaja, “Sungguh seperti kata budak ini.” Maka baginda pun 
mengerahkan segala ra’yat baginda berkotakan batang pisang. Maka todak itu pun datanglah serta melompat ia, 
lekat jongornya pada batang pisang itu. Maka datanglah orang bantu memarang dia. Maka tiadalah terkira-kira lagi 
banyaknya mati. Todak itu pun tiadalah melompat lagi. [SAS.6.55] 
Maka Paduka Seri Maharaja pun kembalilah ke istana baginda. Maka sembah segala orang besar-besar, “Tuanku, 
budak ini jikalau suda(h) besar nescaya besarlah akalnya. Baiklah ia kita bunuh.” [SAS.2.56] 
Maka titah Paduka Seri Maharaja, “Sungguh seperti kata tuan hamba sekalian itu.” Maka budak itu pun disuruh 
baginda dibunuh. Tatkala ia akan dibunuh itu maka ia menanggungkan haknya atas negeri itu. [SAS.2.56] 
 
 
Several context-based lexical items in the text were not literal. The metaphors were created by the writer 
for a specific reason, in tandem with the purpose of the myth creation. This led to the exploration of many covert 
meanings in the text. Through the ad-hoc analysis, which helped to extract the myth meaning using either the 
narrowing or broadening ad hoc, the logic forms viz. the literal meaning were extracted and thus, the implicated 




Table 1: Interpretation of Data [SAS.3.55] 
Explicature 
 
After a while, came the swordfish and attacked Singa Pura.  
Setelah berapa lamanya maka datanglah todak menyerang Singa Pura. 
 
Logical Form 
SWORDFISH = a marine fish of the Xiphiidae family with a long swordlike extension of the upper jaw, 
found in tropical and temperate parts of the ocean, hardly schooling fish and not known to attack humans 
except when attacked by larger fish. (Kosmo Online: 11 July 2012) 
Implicature 
Assumption The attack of swordfish in a shoal is against the laws of nature. 
Implicature Conclusion The incident of attack by the swordfish is a manifestation of rage over the king’s cruelty. 
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Thus, the king commanded all the commoners to use their shins as a form of barricade. And the swordfish 
leapt upon them and those who were pierced, died. 
Maka baginda menitahkan segala ra’yat berkotakan betis. Maka oleh todak dilompatinya, barang yang kena 
tikam todak itu lalu mati. 
 
Logical Form BARRICADE1 = a structure set up across a route of access to obstruct the passage of an enemy 
BARRICADE2 = something that serves as an obstacle 
BARRICADE3 = a barrier 
BARRICADE4 = to close off or block with a barricade 
 
SHIN = the front of the leg between the knee and the foot                                                              
 
Implicature Assumption Using the shins to form a barricade so as to fend off attack by the swordfish was pointless as the barricade 
was frail and it even led to the people’s injury and death  
 
Implicature Conclusion It represented the king’s superficial judgment in presenting solutions to overcome a national threat  
 
Type of ad hoc Broadening 
 
 




Then, a little boy said, “Why are we fending off with our shins? Why are we making a fool out of ourselves? 
Maka pada antara itu berkata seorang budak, “Apa kerja kita berkotakan betis ini? Mengapatah kita 
berdayakan diri kita 
 
Logical Form BOY1 = a male child 
BOY2 = a man regarded as immature or inexperienced  
BOY3  = an immature child but intelligent 
 
Implicature Assumption A boy questioning the king’s order that turned out to fool the commoners  
 
Implicature Conclusion A commoner/subordinate dared to question the king’s cruelty and malice over his people  
 
Type of ad hoc Broadening 
 
 




“My Lord, this boy will grow up to be a man of great dexterity. It is better if we kill him now.”  




GROW1 = to increase in amount or degree 
GROW2 = to increase in size by a natural process 
GROW3 = to develop and reach maturity 
  
KILL1 = To put to death 
KILL2 = To put an end to; extinguish 
KILL3 = To cause to cease operating 
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Implicature Assumption A boy of great dexterity was murdered for fear that he would pose a threat to the king and dignitaries at the 
palace when he matures to be an adult  
 
Implicature Conclusion The king and dignitaries of the palace were concerned that the influence and power of the people will 
overthrow the palace institution and thus, decided to exterminate the intelligentsia. 
 
Type of ad hoc Narrowing 
 
Explicature, in a general sense, carries a literal meaning in the logic form. Nevertheless, there is often a 
need to reveal some underlying messages. This extensive interpretation requires the knowledge of pragmatics and 
in this context the ad hoc concept was applied. At the semantic interpretation level, the explicatures in the tables 
presented earlier, have led us to no doubt or covertness. This is because the interpretation drawn did not take into 
account the context which encircled the discourse. To fill in the gap, a pragmatic approach, particularly the 
Relevance theory may be able to discover the writer’s real meaning of the myth. The Relevance theory gave 
emphasis to context and its effect because with these two concepts, the information will be relevant (appropriate, 
understandable and acceptable) to the listener. Even though the traditional Malay writers were not exposed to any 
linguistics theories back then, they managed to achieve this concept of relevance in their works. 
  
In Table 1, when the logic form of the swordfish was understood and combined with the explicature, 
doubt was raised and covert meaning discovered. The swordfish is a type of marine fish that hardly moves in a 
shoal and not a species that normally attacks humans. However, in this myth, the swordfish had attacked Singa 
Pura in a shoal, which was evident by the lexical items and phrases such as attack, a lot had been killed by the 
swordfish, the swordfish came in a shoal, reminiscent of the rain which enhanced readers’ assumption and 
therefore, developed a cognitive effect, leading to information processing of the swordfish attacking in a shoal, a 
situation which is awkward if not abnormal. The wave of rage and attack by the swordfish formed a metaphor 
which was achieved through the broadening ad hoc concept. 
 
Because myth by definition is a story or narrative, a conclusion cannot be drawn simply by looking at a 
sole lexical item but must also consider other items in a related sequence of a story. The analyzed data 
[SAS.4.55] in Table 2 depicted a story about a king who commanded his people to barricade the attack with their 
shins. The fact that the king was riding the elephant, accompanied by his entourage of dignitaries indicated that 
his order was not to save his people but inclined to the benefit of the entourage and him. Logically, defending the 
coast with their shins would lead the people to injury if not death. At this point, the readers were presented with a 
context to indicate the king’s selfish act without his people’s best interest at heart as was mentioned earlier. 
Given the context and co-text such as the murder of Tun Jana Khatib, the violation of agreement and testament, 
the readers should be able to assume the intended meaning from the myth, which was a criticism towards the 
cruelty and attitude of the king who failed to use his reason as a ruler.  
 
The myth was prolonged with the presence of a little boy (analysis in Table 3) who questioned the order 
of defending the coast with human shins and consequently questioning the king’s order. Apparently the boy 
claimed that the tactic would make a fool out of them and he suggested a more efficient and harmless solution. 
The writer attempted to present a high cognitive effect to the readers so that the effort to process would be less 
heavy and the intended meaning would become relevant. The readers could easily unravel the covert meaning 
which was the emancipation of the people to speak their mind, not to defy their king or the dignitaries but to 
correct the wrong. The people were symbolized with a little boy due to his status as a subordinate and small in 
size as only a few would dare to share their thoughts. This conclusion was made using the narrowing technique.  
 
In Table 4, the king’s decision that was influenced by the dignitaries to kill the little boy can be 
interpreted as a cruel act towards the sage or intelligentsia in the community. The decision was made out of the 
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king’s concern that the small group would grow big and be powerful enough to overthrow the palace institution. 
Clearly, the decision was mistaken as a nation is dependent on the intelligentsia to grow and to further develop. 
The act certainly violated the testament from the previous kings and breached the agreement signed and sealed by 
Seri Teri Buana and Demang Lebar Daun. 
 
Based on the combination of metaphorical interpretations in this myth, it can be concluded that the myth 
of Singa Pura being attacked by the swordfish was a metaphorical criticism to the leaders in the feudal system 
during the time of Malay Empire in Singa Pura. This form of cruelty persisted during the reign of Sultan Iskandar 
Syah who humiliated Sang Rajuna Tapa’s child for caving in to rumours, causing Singa Pura to lose in the battle 
with the Javanese and thus, the king had to escape and live nomadically before starting a new settlement viz. 
Malacca. The writer clearly demonstrated the effect of political system injustice by demolishing the Singa Pura 
Empire as reflected in the content of the agreement: 
And the two signed a pledge never to violate the agreement or Allah Subhanahu wa Ta’ala will oust his 
abode in chaos. This was the reason why Allah Subhanahu wa Ta’ala had bestowed upon the Malay 
kings honour by saving the Malay folks from an open shame, and despite how sinful they had been, they 
were never tied and hung and they were spared for vile words. Should a king brought disgrace, verily 
the land would be destroyed by Allah Subhanahu wa Ta’ala. [SAS.5.24] 
 
5. Conclusion 
Upon analysis with the Relevance theory, the data revealed that myths woven in the traditional Malay works 
serve more than just a form of tales or entertainment, but embrace a deeper meaning. These myths were turned 
into metaphors so cleverly and intricately that it is impossible to uncover the cynical criticism without an 
interpretive understanding. This suggests that the traditional Malay writers were a group of intelligentsia whose 
legacy – the great Malay masterpiece – should be cherished. 
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